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ABSTRACT 



To achieve the goal of "equality of opportunity" and socio- 
economic well being in American society there is the need to know what 
type of directed social change is appropriate. The purpose of our 
research effort is to examine empirical data on how social groups and 
individual households achieve social mobility in order to identify 
alternative intervention points. Social mobility is seen primarily 
in socio-economic terms (occupation and income) with a strong, but 
not exclusive, emphasis on the role played by educational attainments 
in the mobility of individual households and social groups. 

A current emphasis of our research is an investigation of the 
occurence (or lack of occurrence) of certain events as the individual 

a 

passes through his own life cycle, i.e., a study of intragenerational 
k mobility. Using survey research methods, retrospective life histories 

have been obtained for a national sample of the nonins titutionalized 
population of males 30-39 years of age residing in households in the 
United States and a similar sample of Negro males. 

The feasibility of collecting retrospective life history data from 
national samples and of efficiently coding, storing and gaining computer 
access to the resultant information has been demostrated by this research 
effort. This paper, while not intended to be a comprehensive manual, 

[ 

discusses the general approach developed in the project, illustrates 

* 

many of the procedures, and gives examples from the survey data. 
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The broad, long-range commitment of our research group at The Johns Hopkins 

University is to the development of a system of social accounts and to consider- 

2 

ations of models and data systems necessary for monitoring social change. 

When we speak of the development of a system of social accounts we are conscious 

3 

of the implications that such a system can have for purposive social change. 

Any discussion of such social change must imply some ideas at the outset of the 
desired or optimum state toward which change might be directed. The vision of 
the future to which we are ideologically committed might be termed "equality 
of opportunity" for all members of our society. 

In spite of disagreement about the exact nature of an ideal future, we 
believe there is agreement on the basic phenomena which should be studied in 
order to understand and eventually monitor the individual's position in society. 
However, we are confronted with the realization that knowledge of the processes 
which "make a difference" in the lives of individuals and sub-groups in our 
society is sufficiently meager to warrant a careful, incremental approach to 
our long-term goal. 

In our deliberations, Rossi suggested the following alternative (and 
narrower) foci as being appropriate entry points into actual research: 



2 

The authors of this paper are, respectively, project co-director, 
associate research scientist, and research assistant of the Social Accounts 
Research Group. This project is under the direction of Peter H. Rossi, 
James S. Coleman, and Zahava D. Blum. We would like to acknowledge the 
enthusiastic assistance of the following graduate students in all phases of 
the project: Richard Conviser, David Grafs tein, Daniel Hadary, John Kervin, 
and Wen-hsiung Kuo. 

3 

A preliminary theoretical framework within which a system can be 
developed is presented in Coleman (1969) . 



Investigation of: 



1) processes of intergenerational mobility, 

2) processes of intragenera tional mobility, 

3) "community" influences on social mobility and change, or 

4) computer simulation of mobility processes. 

These are alternatives only for purposes of allocating current efforts 
and resources. The recent work by Blau and Duncan (1967) has provided a firm 
foundation for understanding intergenerational mobility, while we have limited 
faith, at this stage, in our ability to conceptualize (and operationalize) the 
needed research in the study of "community" influences. Finally, since compu- 
ter simulation is an unrealistic investment of energy without a better grasp 
of the various processes mentioned above, we have decided to focus at present 
on intragenerational mobility* believing that we could most effectively make 

a contribution in that area. 

/ 

This decision and our belief in "equality of opportunity" led us to 

✓ 

emphasize racial differences in intragenerational processes. Consequently, 

we designed a study which would allow comparisons between blacks and whites 

in the United States. Preliminary discussions suggested that our analytic 

interests could best be served by interview data from approximately equal 

4 

numbers of blacks and whites. In addition, we felt that life history data 
in the form of longitudinal or retrospective material was the only appropriate 



Given our samples (See Appendix A), we can perform our analysis using 
either of two comparisons: black and nonblack or blacks and a national sample 
of the population. 
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empirical base with which to approach some of the substantive interests 
sketched above. 

The need for longitudinal data is ofteri noted in the sociological 
literature of the past few decades. The common approach, due to serious 
technical difficulties, has been the resort to cross-sectional data in most 
empirical analysis; attempts to deal with longitudinal materials have been 
mostly social-anthropological in nature. We are not implying that attempts to 
overcome the technical and methodological difficulties inherent in longitudinal 
data have not been made. Certainly, cohort analysis, panel studies, time-series 
analysis, etc., are all notable efforts in that direction. The fact does 
remain, however, that a satisfactory methodology for the analysis of longi- 
tudinal data does not now exist in sociology. It "is our belief that recent 
developments in systems of large-scale dajta collection and advances in com- 
puter technology make a confrontation of the "longitudinal problem" less 

' -4T 

formidable than in the past. 

It is the aim of this paper to present a method for the collection 
« 

Sr 

and processing of life history material developed in our research project, 

✓ 

as well as give some illustrations of the type o,f analytic flexibility the 

approach allows.^ It is our impression that the set of procedures we have 

developed will enable us, and other investigators, to take full advantage of 

the analytic possibilities inherent in similar data. 

* / 

^This paper is not intended to be a comprehensive manual; further 
inquiries about procedures and computer programs are welcomed by the authors. 
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A recent paper in Behavioral Science (Balan et al , 1969) was directed 
toward encouraging social scientists to collect and analyze life history 
material. It would be unjust on our part to imply that communication with the 
authors of the above cited work was not helpful to us. However, we feel 
that our proposals will help simplify the technical problems encountered 
in dealing with life history data, and that these proposals have broader 
analytic implications. . For purposes of comparison, the remainder of this 
paper follows the Balan et: al, presentation, henceforth called the Monterrey 
study . 

Whereas the Monterrey study defined the universe as the resident male 
population, between 21 and 60 years of iifc of the Metropolitan Area of 
Monterrey, the ^target population for our study is the total population of 

6 

males 30-39 years of age in 1968 residing in households in the United States. 
Budgetary considerations limited our sample size and we decided to restrict 
ourselves to one age group. We chose men 30-39 for several reasons. First, 
the majority of our respondents entered the labor force following World War II; 
second, they will have completed their education and had some labor force 
experience. Before proceeding to the technical aspects of the study, it ' 
should be noted that our design makes possible the- use of two somewhat dis- 
parate analytic approaches. We intend to utilize the methodology in the 
sociological tradition of social mobility research. Also, we have been 

/ 

6 

To the best of our knowledge, our study is the first to collect de- 
tailed retrospective histories for a national sample in this country. 
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intrigued with the possibility of taking the approach from economics most 
generally described as studies of "human capital" and applying some of the 
conceptualizations and techniques to individual data. 

* 

PROCEDURE 

Questionnaire 

Experimentation with a number of formats led to the development of an 
instrument which systematically records information from the respondent's 
age 14 to the present on thirteen major variables. ^ The life history section 
of the questionnaire assigns columns to each of the variables and rows to 
each year covered by the survey (1943-1968). In addition the questionnaire 
contains a number of cross-sectional or static variables (e.g,. , parental 
education and occupation at respondent's age 14, ethnic background, religion, 
etc.). 

Whereas the Monterrey study defined the smallest period of time in 
eliciting information for various aspepts of the respondent's life as six 

months or more, we have defined the month as our smallest unit. As illus- 

/ 

trated in Figure 1, the actual calendar month in which a specific change took 
place is recorded. As will be discussed later, the month is preserved as 
the analytic unit in the Hopkins study, while the Monterrey study recorded 
activities in years . The latter approach forces all changes to take place 



summary of the information is presented in Table 1. Two 
sections of a completed questionnaire are presented on the following 
pages (Figure 1) . 
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Figure 1 cent. 



at the beginning of a calendar year, while our procedure allows changes to 
take place at the beginning of any month. In principle, if a respondent 
held twelve one-month jobs in a given year, all twelve would be recorded. For 
example, consider the cases of schoolteachers who have summer jobs, individuals 
who take on a second full-time job for part of a year, and seasonal workers 
who are employed by different employers at different times of the year. In 
addition, knowing the month in which an event took place allows us to deter- 
mine the temporal ordering of events in situations where more than one signi- 
ficant change took place in different "life areas" in a given year. 

To insure accuracy in the questionnaires, interviewers were provided 
with self-adhesive "age strips" which they attached to the questionnaire 
after determining the calendar year in which the respondent was 14. The 
respondent then had the flexibility of recalling events in terms of either 
calendar dates or his age, and the interviewer had no difficulty entering 
it in the appropriate row. 

Field Work 

As previously noted, the target population in our study is the total j 

population of males 30-39 years of age residing in households in the United 
States. Individuals in the sample were selected by standard multi-stage area 
probability methods. The National Opinion Research Center (NORC), University 
of Chicago, assigned both black and white interviewers to this survey, and 

j 

whenever possible the race of the respondent and the race of the interviewer 
were matched. A two-stage training program was used to provide specific instruc- 
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tions for this survey. First, supervisors from each Primary Sampling Unit 
(PSU) were trained either via long-distance conference calls or in person 
by the NORC staff. Supervisors in turn trained interviewers in their PSU's, 
and, in addition Project staff members conducted a number of training sessions 
in the field. 

Each interviewer was provided with questionnaire specifications prepared 
under the direction of the Project staff and modified by NORC. These specifi- 
cations contained precise explanations and definitions for all the information 
to be collected and suggested appropriate probes to be used in the field. In 
general, interviewers were encouraged to collect the information pertaining 
to a specific life area in temporal sequence (either forward in time as in 
the case of education, or backwards as in the case of marital status by 
starting with present status). However, the format does allow for alterna- 
tive methods of obtaining the information. For example, a respondent may 
report his occupation at a given point in time and relate other information 
to it -- where he was living, with whom he was living, etc. 

Recording information across rows, starting with a column in the center 

1 

of the questionnaire (e.g., family history) or using other alternatives in 
interviewing was not discouraged. Reports from interviewers indicate that 
variation in the interview situation did, in fact, exist. For example, our 
qualitative impression is that higher status respondents had no difficulty in 
reconstructing a consecutive job history abstracted from family history or 
residence. On the other hand, many lower status respondents continuously 

i 



13 







mm 










linked job information to significant family events, major geographical moves, 



etc. 



Our instructions also encouraged the participation of the wife when- 



ever possible. We thought that her recall could be an asset in getting 
facts and sequence of events in proper order. In addition, the wife would 
have more complete information about the parts of the interview which con- 
cern her own history and the family history since the time of her marriage. 
Our experience also indicates that the rapport between interviewer and re- 
spondent was better when the wife was not excluded. 

Each interviewer was required to complete one "live’' interview prior 
to beginning her assignment. This interview was carefully reviewed by 
supervisors and, where necessary, additional training was provided. These 
"practice" interviews were also useful to the project staff both as a 
"zero hour" check on the specifications and instructions before the study 
actually began, and in the development of coding procedures and the testing 
of computer programs.® 

In addition to the training, a "field edit" was instituted to insure 
quality. This consisted of a complete review of the first few interviews 
returned by each interviewer and a partial review of the remaining ques- 
tionnaires from each interviewer's assignment. In the case that a field 
edit showed incomplete or inconsistent responses, the questionnaire was 
returned to the interviewer for further clarification by the respondent. 



Q 

°Although we had conducted a number of local pre-tests, the national 
practice interviews alerted us to regional problems of wage rate units, de- 
finitions, etc. 
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Phone validation was conducted on 5% of the cases. In some instances, 
minor items of information which had been detected as missing during the 
field edit were solicited from the respondent during the validation call. 



EVALUATION 

As Balan et al. note, there are problems in the evaluation of life 
histories connected with the reliability of response and recall and the 
tendency of respondents to present "congruent" responses to agree more closely 
with the structure of the questionnaire than circumstances warrant. Hence, 
in both studies, a format was used to cross-reference and relate events 
to each other, thus minimizing problems connected with respondent error and 
recall. However, checks external to the interview itself can most satis- 
factorily resolve some of the doubts about reliability. 

The external checks to be performed on our data consist of two types. 
First, we can compare the distributions of variables in the life history 
sample with documents issued by the federal government and academic publica- 
tions. An example of the latter type is Blau and Duncan's (1967) analysis 
of their survey "Occupational Changes in a Generation." Presumably, our 
aggregate distributions for this cohort should not only be comparable to some 
of their 1962 data, but some of the retrospective data collected in that sur- 
vey should also be comparable to our retrospective data (e.g., father's occu- 

9 

pation) . 



For a discussion of Census checks on retrospective data, see Appendix 
E of Blau and Duncan (1967). 



